THE AMERICAN NOVEL

identify it exactly. Horror multiplies with the vagueness.
Maisie is menaced by a bad example which is understood
however hated; Miles and Flora appear to have been exposed
to dark forces which surround mankind as in the old Puritan
cosmos, now and then expressed in actual sin but always
huger than anything which can come of them. The Awtward
Age (1899), also concerned with the young, brought James
back from his far explorations to polite comedy again, to the
problem of the young girl in a society full of innuendo and
intrigue. But Nanda Brookenham's experiences arc swathed
in such countless folds of reference and gossip that, artfully
as the drama is expounded, it comes to the ear with a muffled
sound, like agreeable voices heard speaking at a distance which
lets the actual words die away on the wind* Five hundred
pages of such matter strain the most loyal attention to irri-
tation if not to disgust. And much the same thing must be
said of The Sacred Fount (1901), which has a soul the size
of a short story and a body enlarged to the size of a novel
by the solicitude with which James walks round and round
his theme, hinting, hinting, hinting.

A consequence of the exuberant insinuation with which
he worked in the first five years of his freedom from hope
in the public was that the public found itself, by the reports
of those who had read these later books, confirmed in its
disposition to neglect him. From these years dates the legend
that he had consciously, almost spitefully, evolved a style
which no one could read but which it was a pleasant game
to laugh at. The laughter grew into a cloud which obscured,
and still in most quarters continues to obscure, the three
superb novels with which, in prolific succession, he brought
his art to its peak: The Wings of the Dove (1902), The Am-
bassadors (1903), The Golden Bowl (1904). As if with some
recurrence of his younger interests, he deals in each of the
three with the old situation of Americans in Europe, but in
a spirit no longer so reproachful toward them as being merely